Abstract. The banks of the lower Havel valley exhibit grassland vegetation zonation com prising communities of the alliances Plantagini-Festucion, Cnidion, Potentillion anserinae, Magnocaricion and Phragmition. Their zonation reflects the frequency and duration of flooding intervals, soil moisture and dryness, as determined by topographic microrelief and pedology. Palynological results show that open habitats have existed there for the last 9000 yrs. The reconstruction of their vegetation can roughly be outlined.
1.
Study area
The study site is situated in northeastern Germany on the border of the federal states of Brandenburg and Sachsen-Anhalt. It spreads alongside the lower course of the Havel river immediatetly before the river drains into the Elbe valley (Fig. 1) . It has Ramsar status since 1978 because of its in ternational importance as a breeding and resting area for a large number of waterfowl species (RUTSCHKE & KALBE 1978; HAASE et al. 1989 HAASE et al. , 1995 ARNHOLD 1995) ; not less important are about 750 species of higher plants found here, many of which are endangered on a regional or national scale (FISCHER et al. 1995; HERRMANN et al. 1995; BURKART et al. 1995; BUR KART & PRASSE 1996; BURKART 1997) or reach the western boundary of their geographic range in Europe in this region (FISCHER & KUMMER 1994; KUMMER & BURKART 1995; BENKERT et al. 1996; BURKART 1996) . The dominating structures of the floodplain relief were formed at the end of the last ice age by melted snow and ice streams depositing sands to an elevation between 23 and appro 30 m above (today's) sea level. In the subsequent early Postglacial, gyttia developed in cut-off river beds (KLOCK MANN 1884). As a result of the rising water table of the North Sea in the Holocene, the river Elbe was able to use the lower Havel valley as a side channel at least at high water events for the past several thousand years: clay-rich sediments of Elbian origin cover most less elevated parts of the study area up to appro 25 m a.s.l. (KEILHACK 1886; BESCHOREN 1935; KRUGER 1981) . In the central part of the study region this elevation is overtopped by the maximum high-water levels of the last five years by
